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This paper explores the occurrence of geographical inquiry in the Australian 
curriculum since Geography became a high school subject in 1911. In this historical 
overview, I reflect upon my own experiences of undertaking geographical inquiry 
during the 1970’s and 1980’s. Primary school geographical inquiry experiences can be 
virtually non-existent despite being advocated in syllabus documents.  High school 
geographical inquiry experiences do exist in some classrooms, but that geographic 
drive is also necessary to complete a meaningful inquiry experience. Although 
geographical inquiry is heavily advocated in Australia’s new Australian Curriculum: 
Geography, more work is needed in this area relating to teacher professional learning.  
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Introduction 
In most areas of my life, I have matured and seasoned with age, but I have never outgrown 
my love and impatience for inquiry based learning. I don’t understand why it is not central in 
all areas of the school curriculum. Anything as wonderful and liberating as learning 
something via inquiry should be celebrated, and inquiry based teaching and learning should 
be the pedagogical and content norm in every classroom. For as long as I can recall, I have 
had a sense of wonder about the world I lived in. However, very few of my childhood 
memories for learning about my world are school-based. What follows is the story of my 
geographical and environmental education and the development of my passion for inquiry 
learning. My story is told as a series of vignettes, interspersed with the research literature 
pertinent to the time.   
The vignettes are the details my imperfect memory allows me to recall, as well as the 
memories from my family. I need the memories of my family so I can tell and interpret my 
story. Our recollections are inexact and are far from being the whole story. My intention in 
telling this story is to help you, the reader, understand some of the issues of having an 
inquiring mind that was not fully nourished by the education system of the time. I have tried 
to keep a true chronological order to my story and I have tried to write, with family 
assistance, as true a version of my perspective on these experiences as possible.  The 
methodology used is therefore an autobiographical account, as well as a retrospective 
analysis in which my recollections are verified against documentary evidence and the 
recollection of others (Stenhouse, 1984). The documentary evidence includes my school 
report cards and the research literature, but not syllabus or curriculum documents. I have 
selected research literature in order to determine impact as well as intention. To begin my 
story, I need to explore two things. Firstly, what I mean by inquiry learning and more 
specifically by geographical inquiry, and secondly, the educational context I grew up in. I use 
my educational context to explore the inquiry learning opportunities that were available to me 
from when I started school as a 4 year-old, to when I qualified as a geography teacher at the 
age of 24. I attended two primary schools over eight years and four high schools over six 
years. I studied ecology at university for three years, worked as a scientist for two years then 
undertook teacher training over two years. 
Inquiry and geographical inquiry 
According to Llewellyn (2007), inquiry focuses on the engagement of students to generate 
and pursue the answers to questions through careful observation and reflection. The questions 
may be posed by the teacher or by the student themselves, and the student plays a major role 
in answering the question themselves – not the teacher. The student is the researcher, and 
thus inquiry can be seen as a teaching method and strategy, as well as content that the student 
should understand and be able to do. Chiappetta (1997, p.23) emphasised a dual role: 
teaching by inquiry (general inquiry) and the notion of teaching as inquiry; teaching as 
inquiry stresses active student learning and the importance of understanding a topic. 
According to Chiappetta, content becomes a critical aspect of inquiry. Inquiry is a means as 
well as an end (Hackett, 1998). When teaching as inquiry, the content relates to the domain 
being taught. One needs to examine the characteristics of a domain that makes it unique.  
In terms of geographic inquiry, the characteristics, according to Favier (2011) are: the 
geographic focus (natural and human phenomena and associated relationships); the geospatial 
reference system (events, places, lines and regions); the spatial perspective (properties are 
explained by key spatial concepts), and geographic vocabulary (specific terms for specific 
types of geospatial entities).Geographical inquiry can then be seen as activities which allow 
us to study the characteristics and functioning of our world, or the problems in our world. 
Favier differentiates between two types of geographical inquiry: fundamental and applied 
geographic inquiry. “Fundamental geographic inquiry mainly aims to increase our knowledge 
about the characteristics and functioning of the world around us, while applied geographic 
inquiry methods mainly aims to develop knowledge about how to improve the world around 
us” (2011, pp. 11). In linking geographic inquiry with geography education, one needs to 
explore beyond the knowledge base of fundamental and applied geographic inquiry, and 
consider geographic skills and geographic drive. These are the skills and attitudes required to 
do geography – the ability and desire to ask geographic questions, to apply geographic 
thinking skills, and to use geographic information. One must have the willingness to engage 
in geographic inquiry. According to Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), motivation and willingness is 
closely linked to the value attributed to action, and the associated effort required to do the 
action. In fundamental geographic inquiry, the geographic drive is one of curiosity, whilst in 
applied geographic inquiry, the geographic drive is compassion. 
 
My Educational Context – Australia in the 1970’s and 1980’s 
Since traditions live on, it is useful to consider ‘how things got that way’. Biddle (1972) 
provides a comprehensive overview of the changes in geography courses in New South 
Wales between 1911 and 1971. I have condensed this overview into the following schemata 
(see Figure 1). To tell my story I needed to know what the curriculum was for my primary 
and secondary schooling, and then later in my tertiary years. Unable to locate research 
literature relevant to the Australian Capital Territory (ACT – where I did the majority of my 
schooling), I turned to the literature relevant to New South Wales (the ACT lies in the 
Australian state of New South Wales).  Biddle’s account begins with the introduction of 
Geography as a high school course in 1911.  
The examiners of the 1911 course “were L.A. Cotton and W.R. Browne who were 
specialists in geology and lecturers in geology at the University of Sydney” (Biddle, 1972, p. 
101).  Biddle writes that Cotton and Browne had progressive views with respect to 
geographical education as they were keen to develop skills in observation and data recording. 
Teachers were encouraged to use “strategies emphasising practical work in the classroom and 
out-of-doors” (1972, p. 102).  With the syllabus documents suggesting practical outside work, 
one might assume students would be exposed to some form of inquiry work. Favier (2011) 
described these geographic skills of observation and data recording as an essential component 
of geographic inquiry. Unfortunately Biddle (1972) found that although the syllabus called 
for practical work out of the classroom, this generally did not occur. The text books aligned 
with the high school course were content-oriented and prescriptive, and to further complicate 
matters, many geography teachers were not trained geography teachers. 
 Figure 1. Overview of school Geography courses 1911 to 1987. 
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The syllabus documents of the 1930’s saw little change in the conceptual framework 
of the course; however teachers were assisted with suggestions on the availability of source 
materials and possible teaching strategies, but still very little practical or inquiry work was 
conducted. In 1944, the emphasis of the junior high school course related to local geography; 
map reading and interpretation proved to be very popular as evidenced by growth in student 
enrolments. However, the descriptive nature of the text books and lack of qualified 
geography teachers once again impinged on the pedagogies of the course. This coincided 
with the courses being removed from the science to the commercial department in schools.  
It was not until 1954 that the syllabus was changed to reflect curriculum theory and 
stronger suggestions were made on teaching strategies. Students and teachers were 
encouraged to enjoy their own environment and to visit other environments. Local area 
studies, field work, map reading and map making were features of the syllabus. However few 
schools attempted the course due to the expectation that students were to do inquiry work in 
their own time.   
Following an innovative move to consult teachers about their views on the types of 
topics they liked to teach, the 1962 syllabus documents contained  course aims “of 
understanding of the complex interrelationship of man and his environment, the development 
of research skills and sensible attitudes towards people and spatial problems” (Biddle, 1972, 
110). The curriculum on offer in Australia throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s “appeared to be 
the product of an interesting amalgam if influences derived from the British traditions and 
American inspiration” (Carter, 1987, 11). According to Dufty (1973), the teaching was 
adoptive and adaptive, and certainly not original. The focus moved from a study of physical 
geography, to one of man. The focus considered was the impact of the environment on man, 
and interestingly, not man’s impact on the environment – that came later. There was a shift to 
systems theory and other types of geographical models.  
The documents indicate that primary school children need to be taken into the 
environment outside their school grounds so they can recognise the reality of geography 
around them. I found that I was indeed taken out of the classroom as a young child. My report 
cards from primary school indicate that Nature Studies was part of my curriculum.  Vignette 
1 is a summary of recollections describing Nature Studies. 
Vignette 1. Nature Studies in my Primary Years 
Nature Studies involved going on a nature walk. It meant we were to leave the 
classroom! We would walk as a class around the school. Along the walks we collected 
things from nature. Upon return to the classroom, the items collected were stuck onto 
sheets of paper with cello-tape, and then put in our school bags ready to be taken home. 
No class work or discussion ever occurred in relation to our prized collection of bits of 
nature. I recall wanting to know the names of the plants, and being told to “ask Daddy, 
he will know. We don’t need to though”. 
We were given projects to do in projects books. I remember doing projects on the earth 
in space, transportation systems, big cities and dangerous animals. We would get books 
from the public library as the school only lent out reading texts. We would also go to 
the newsagent and buy ‘project packs’. These were poster sheets full of pictures and a 
small amount of information which we cut up to provide illustrations for our projects. 
The project topic always aligned with a project pack – I don’t think this was a 
coincidence. We did the project with parental assistance, handed it in for a mark out of 
20, and rarely were comments provided by the teacher. No class time was allocated to 
the projects.  
I recall one lesson in the 4th class (aged about 10). We were doing an atlas activity of 
reading a map. The atlas had questions relating to locating our city on the map of 
Australia and translating this position onto a map we had traced into our books. We 
also had to answer a variety of questions about our city, and then practice map reading 
about a fictitious school and its associated map in the atlas. I recall enjoying the 
mapping exercise and the notion of a map being made of a school was intriguing. I 
asked the teacher if our school had a map, or if we could make a map of our school. 
The response was quite humiliating and I remember it today: “Why would we want to 
make a map of our school Gillian? That would be a waste of time. We know our way 
around. I have to say that is the silliest question of the day”. I was humiliated, but 
resilient, as time and time again, explorations I wanted to be involved in were 
prevented. 
The memories of my family members indicate that the school favoured the learning 
areas of English, Mathematics and Religion (it was a small suburban Catholic school), 
art and needle point. Science and nature studies appeared to be ‘taught’ by the parents 
or by self discovery. The work was not done at school, but at home, and simply marked 
by the teacher and included on the report card. My peers possibly got some ‘in class 
science learning’ from my occasional ‘show and tell’ talks. My talks always contained 
a science or geographic focus. 
It is not surprising that this vignette is quite dull and boring. Dull and boring is how I 
would describe the geographic experiences of my primary school years.  My teachers had no 
interest in the sciences or geography. So many opportunities to explore such ideas were 
dismissed. As I was highly interested in such things, it was up to me to find things out 
myself.  I rarely read novels, but was an avid reader of non-fiction books especially the “How 
and Wonder Book of ...” series. I was eager to climb mountains, follow streams, find 
explanations for odd landforms, and collect fossils. The literature describes the lack of 
training primary teachers had in the sciences and geography, and if my family’s recollections 
are correct, not all of the teachers in my school were actually trained teachers. They were 
members of a religious order of nuns from Ireland who were given children to ‘teach’. 
Catling (1992) wrote that “geography has not been out of the primary classroom, but in many 
cases it has been in disguise, in some so well disguised that it has not been noticed” (pp. 9).  I 
would certainly agree with Catling, as much of my geography education in primary school 
was in disguise. My parents did the teaching – especially my father, not my teachers. The 
learning or significant work was done outside of the classroom separate from the teacher, and 
then brought into the classroom for individual consideration and assessment.  If I had not had 
an interest in my world, I would not have recalled the nature walks. My family did not recall 
these until I prompted them. I did not recall project packs until I was prompted. Indeed, much 
of the primary school learnings had gone unnoticed. Interestingly, the curriculum called for 
inquiry, however this was not offered as far as my family recalls. 
Upon entering high school in 1976, a new world of education opened up to me. I had 
dedicated lessons relating to science, social science, environmental studies, physical 
geography and political geography to choose from. Science was a core subject, but I was able 
to select two electives - I selected environmental studies and physical geography.  In the 
1970’s, geography’s relationship with environmental education sparked debates about the 
inclusion of environmental education into the curriculum (Tilbury & Wortman, 2006). 
Fortunately for me, environmental education in the ACT was not seen as a sub-set in 
geography and science syllabuses, but as a separate course. The environmental studies course 
I undertook for three years in junior high school was not science-based, but one which 
explored the social, cultural and political dimensions of environmental problems. I fondly 
recall Vignette 2 from my Year 10 course in 1979.  
Vignette 2. Geographical inquiry in high school 
We were studying land use in cities. We had looked at population growth, where 
people lived, the impact they had on the environment, and the way the natural 
environment dictated, to some extent, what man could or couldn’t do in terms of 
development. I was living in Canberra, the capital city of Australia, purposefully 
designed by Walter Burley Griffin, midway between Sydney and Melbourne. The 
major assessment task for the term (along with an exam and homework tasks) was to 
explore the notion of building an International Airport for Canberra. The scenario given 
to my class was that with the number of international politicians visiting the Australian 
Prime Minister, and the growing population of public servants in Canberra, a Canberra 
International Airport (CIA) was needed. At the time Canberra had a small domestic 
airport which shared a runway with the Fairbairn Air Force base.  
I was given class time to access topographic maps of the area, rainfall charts, and future 
suburban planning documents for Canberra. I felt very fortunate at the time as I had 
travelled extensively the previous year so had an understanding of International 
airports, air traffic control and customs regulations. I used my prior knowledge of 
airports to select the site for the new CIA. My selected site was not all that different 
from the existing airport so that facilities could be shared (most cities that I had 
experiences in had both domestic and international terminals). I needed to build a new 
runway system as the existing one was limited in length due to mountains. I rode my 
bicycle along the highway to the airport to do some ‘fieldwork’. I recall pacing along 
the boundary fence to get an idea of runway length. I must have drawn attention to 
myself as I was approached by a man in uniform who wanted to know what I was 
doing. I think he was a pilot of small aircraft as he explained which suburbs were 
unsafe to fly over due to wind effects from the mountains, and then suburbs which 
could not be in flight paths due to aircraft noise. I had the most wonderful day 
observing aircraft take off and land, I felt the roar of the jet engines, and my mind soon 
became overloaded with airport design possibilities. I had not had the foresight to take 
pencil and paper with me, so had to rely on my memory. My assignment ended up as a 
series of five cardboard posters accompanied by a written document featuring my 
airport. One poster was a replication, to some extent, of a topographic map - I used 
contour lines to show how I needed to reclaim land from creeks and redirect water 
away from runways. I used another poster to show the floor plans of the various 
terminal buildings. A third poster showed flight paths over Canberra.  I don’t recall the 
details of the other posters.  
In exploring the nature of this geographic inquiry task, I can take a closer look at the 
questions I would have explored. According to Favier (2011), there are five key questions of 
geography inquiry: evaluative, descriptive, exploratory, predictive, and problem solving. I do 
not recall querying whether Canberra actually needed an international airport (it still does not 
have one), I just accepted it was to get one, so in retrospect I do not think I asked evaluative 
questions. I asked descriptive questions along the lines of where I would build the airport, 
where flight paths would go etc. Explanatory questions included why I planned to locate the 
airport where I did. Descriptive questions resulted in my floor plans, and predictive questions 
related to flight path impacts. Problem solving questions probably related to my perceived 
need of reclaiming land from the creeks and swamps. I recall applying a lot of effort into this 
problem solving question, possibly due to my Dutch heritage and knowledge of dykes, 
polders and land reclamation. 
Students in the compulsory years of high school were required to build on their 
developing spatial understandings by using geographic technology to investigate their 
environment and community.  The airport task most certainly did this. The emphasis on the 
use of inquiry-learning techniques to develop students’ thinking skills continued to gain 
momentum and is a key component of the developing Australian Curriculum: Geography 
currently being written.   
Many of my most memorable experiences were enabled by my father and not by my 
teachers. He was a technical officer with the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO), and I enjoyed visiting his herbarium as often as I could. 
Vignette 3 provides an example of the out of school opportunities I enjoyed. I realise I was 
privileged to have a father who was able to support my interests where the education system 
did not.  
Vignette 3. Out-of-school geographical inquiry opportunities  
As part of the celebrations of Australia’s Bicentenary in 1970, a collection of preserved 
but unmounted and unclassified plant samples collected by Sir Joseph Banks upon his 
discovery voyages to Australia with Captain James Cook 200 years earlier was 
displayed. My father and his supervisor were given the task of mounting the specimens 
for public display. At the time I don’t recall realising the importance of this honour, but 
somehow I became involved.  I was asked to determine the layout of the identification 
label for each specimen, and to justify my layout. I researched and come up with a label 
format, but at the time I had no idea that there was a convention to be followed. But by 
giving me the task, I discovered this convention for myself. I was allowed to be 
involved with the mounting of the specimens. I recall the delicate structures and 
damage that had occurred over time. We needed to ‘trouble shoot’ invisible repair 
techniques. As part of the display, we located the collection point of each specimen on 
a large map. We did inquiry learning that was exhilarating to participate in. Not 
because of the significance of the task, but because I was using my brain to learn – 
something I think that had been missing in my school experiences. 
My father and his supervisor were not qualified teachers, yet they taught me how to 
use my inquiry-starved brain. Sometimes the tasks were too difficult, other times they were 
too easy. Overall they were stimulating. This was something my primary school teachers 
were unable to do, and I attribute this to their lack of interests and qualifications. It is not 
possible to have every child taught by a teacher with similar interests and qualifications; 
however it is an improvement today that teachers are more accountable than they were 40 
years ago.  Hopefully in 40 years time, a researcher undertaking a similarly reflective task on 
geographical inquiry learnings in the primary classrooms of today can report that inquiry is 
present in the curriculum (as it was in the 1970’s) and is present in the classroom (which it 
was not in my educational context). 
I completed my secondary schooling in Queensland and undertook a science degree 
majoring in Ecology and its Application. I applied to undertake a Graduate Diploma in 
Teaching. This was a new course being offered for the first time in part-time mode over 2 
years. It was only open to those wanting to train as science and or mathematics teachers to 
address a shortage of teachers in this area. Geography hopefuls were not eligible. I gained 
entry to the course as a Biology and Mathematics pre-service teacher, and then approached 
Rod Gerber to supervise me in additional studies in geography curriculum. It was negotiated 
that I could graduate with a triple teaching major of Biology, Mathematics and Geography if I 
satisfactorily undertook the contents of the two geography units as my single elective unit. 
Basically I designed a coastal geomorphology unit of work, including assessment and field 
work, with an inquiry focus. 
To take up my first teaching post in 1988 as a Biology & Geography teacher was 
exciting. I arrived at the school on day 1 of the academic year to find my biology topic was 
ecosystems, and geography was concerned with coastal land formations and included a 3-day 
camp the following week. It was an ideal start to a new career, but it was very short lived. 
Upon return from the camp on the Thursday afternoon, I was informed I was to change 
schools the following week due to unexpected fluctuations in student enrolments. My 
geography teaching career was finished before it even got started! The long term shortage of 
qualified science and mathematics teachers always ensured my teaching load was filled in 
this area so I never taught geography again. Similarly, when I became involved in pre-service 
teacher education, my class allocations have always been filled in the science and 
mathematics areas again preventing an involvement in the geographical arena. Instead of 
teaching in the area, I have stayed in touch with geography through research and service 
activities.  My main research and service interests are in inquiry learnings in the sciences, of 
which geography is closely related, hence the theme of this paper. My current work relates to 
the role of the teacher, in the classroom, whilst undertaking teaching as inquiry. There is a 
plethora of information on what is inquiry, what the student does in inquiry lessons, but very 
little in terms of the teacher action, roles and behaviours.  
The future needs of geographical inquiry 
Unfortunately, my primary school experiences and to some extent my high school 
experiences were traditional educational experiences which worked in a way that discouraged 
the natural process of inquiry. I liked to ask questions and query things (but I was not one of 
those children who asks “Why?” all the time). I housed my questions within their context to 
gain a greater meaning, however my teachers rarely liked my inquisitive mind. In some 
classes I learnt not to ask questions. I believe some of the discouragement to my natural 
inquiry process came from my teachers’ lack of interest and knowledge in the geographical 
sciences, as well as a lack of understanding about the deeper nature of inquiry learning.  
I believe teachers and curriculum designers need to understand that schools need to go 
beyond data and information accumulation and move toward the generation of useful and 
applicable knowledge. We need to start this process in the early grades of primary school. 
Through the process of geographical inquiry, we can construct understanding of the natural 
and human-designed worlds. We can seek appropriate resolutions to questions and issues. If 
we have inquiry as a key feature within our curriculum documents, and a system in place to 
ensure its implementation, the teacher can nurture inquiring attitudes that will enable 
individuals to continue the quest for knowledge throughout life. As the fund of knowledge is 
constantly increasing which makes it all the more important for schools to change from a 
focus on "what we know" to an emphasis on "how we come to know."  
While much thought and research has been spent on the role of inquiry in science 
education, inquiry learning can be applied to all disciplines. Individuals need many 
perspectives for viewing the world. Such views could include artistic, scientific, historic, and 
economic. While disciplines should interrelate to show relevance to the real world, inquiry 
learning includes the application of certain specific "ground rules" that insure the integrity of 
the various disciplines and their world views. Just what is the nature of the interrelated 
aspects needs further research. The variations on inquiry learning (for example problem 
solving, problem based learning) also require further research to determine their similarities 
and differences. 
I have been a long term advocate for inquiry learning; however I do acknowledge 
there is the need for more robust research and critical debate to consider what it means in 
practice for the teacher and the student.  
Now is an important time for Australia to consider these questions. The Australian 
Curriculum: Geography is currently being conceptualised, the Australian Curriculum: 
Science is being implemented from 2012 and has three equal strands - one of which is 
Science Inquiry Skills. We need to know what the education sector want to achieve through 
inquiry learning. We need to explore the benefits of learning geography through inquiry and 
the best ways to combine it with alternative pedagogies and across disciplines.  An 
exploration of how students’ understanding of geographical and environmental topics 
improves as their inquiry experiences develop is needed. To overcome the issues I 
experienced with regard to the lack of teacher knowledge and interests, teacher preparation in 
geographical inquiry learning is crucial to “ensuring the successful implementation of 
inquiry, and must cover understanding about inquiry as well as the necessary pedagogical 
content knowledge to teach through inquiry. Both aspects should be taught during initial 
teacher training and supported through good-quality continuing professional development 
courses” (Yoemans, 2011, p.3). 
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